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(54) Information distributing apparatus 

(57) A receiver of advertisement information regis- 
ters an advertisement reception requirement to a distri- 
bution host computer through a receiver terminal. A 
sender registers an advertisement transmission 
requirement to the distribution host computer through a 
sender terminal. The host computer references receiver 
attributes and desired categories of the advertisement 
recorded in the advertisement reception requirement, 
and categories and desired attributes for the receivers 
recorded in the advertisement transmission require- 
ment, and generates a distribution list that satisfies both 
desire of the receiver and of the sender. An advertise- 
ment document is distributed to selected receivers cor- 
responding to the distribution list. 
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Description 

The present invention relates to information distrib- 
uting apparatus, for example apparatus for automati- 
cally determining the distribution of information such as 
electronic mail, voice mail, video-on-demand data, fac- 
simile data, and conventional mail, received by a 
receiver from a sender, and a method thereof. 

In recent years, as computer networks have grown 
in size and personal computers have become more 
common, mass-marketing systems using computer 
communications have been attempted. As examples of 
such mass-marketing, vendors that provide commodi- 
ties, services, and so forth may send direct mail such as 
electronic messages including advertisement informa- 
tion to users. A user receives this direct mail and 
accesses the content thereof. If the user wants a com- 
modity or the like featured in the direct mail, he or she 
will order it by a predetermined method. 

However, a previously-considered distributing 
method for distributing advertisement information has 
the following problems. 

Since a sender of direct mail almost unconditionally 
sends advertisement information to all subscribers of 
the computer network, even users who have received 
the direct mail may not access the contents thereof. In 
addition, even if the users access the contents of the 
direct mail, they may not be interested in the commodi- 
ties featured in the direct mail and may not order them. 
Thus, the hit ratio of the advertisement for the sender is 
very low. 

Further, advertisement information is one-direction- 
ally sent to the users of the computer network, even if 
the users have not required the advertising information. 
Thus, users have to spend a lot of time handling the 
advertisement information. When the users continu- 
ously receive large amounts of advertisement informa- 
tion on vendors or commodities or the like, in which the 
users are not interested, the user's burden further 
increases. 

It is desirable to provide an information providing 
apparatus for effectively restricting distributees for vari- 
ous types of information transmitted by senders and a 
method thereof. 

An embodiment of the present invention includes 
an information providing apparatus for performing a 
process for distributing non-specific information from a 
sender to a receiver, a storing medium, and a method 
thereof. 

Information providing apparatus embodying the 
present invention may include an inputting unit, a 
processing unit, a distributing unit, a storing unit, a con- 
firming unit, and a replying unit. 

In one embodiment of the present invention, the 
inputting unit inputs an information reception require- 
ment and an information transmission requirement. The 
information reception requirement includes receiver 
attributes of a receiver and the desired conditions of the 
information to be transmitted. The information reception 



requirement is designated by the receiver. The informa- 
tion transmission requirement includes information 
attributes of information to be transmitted and the 
desired conditions of a sender for receivers. The infor- 
s mation transmission requirement is designated by the 
sender. 

When the information attributes satisfy the desired 
conditions for the information and the receiver attributes 
satisfy the desired conditions for the receivers, the 
10 processing unit allows the distribution of the information 
from the sender to the receivers. 

The receiver attributes and the desired conditions 
of the sender for the receivers are input to the informa- 
tion providing apparatus by the inputting unit. The 
is processing unit determines whether or not the receiver 
attributes accord with the desired conditions of the 
senders. The receiver attributes are attributes of receiv- 
ers such as age, sex, and occupation. The sender 
inputs the desired conditions for these attributes. The 
20 processing unit can select receivers that satisfy the 
desired conditions of the sender. 

The information attributes and the desired condi- 
tions of the receivers for the information are input from 
the inputting unit. The processing unit can determine 
25 whether or not the information attributes satisfy the 
desired conditions of the receivers. The information 
attributes are attributes of information to be sent such 
as a type of information, a category, and a validation 
period. A receiver inputs the desired conditions for 
30 these attributes. The processing unit can select a 
sender of information that satisfies the desired condi- 
tions of the receivers. 

In another embodiment of the present invention, the 
inputting unit inputs type information of commodities or 
35 services designated by a receiver from predetermined 
commodity or service category information. The 
processing unit selects advertisement information of 
commodities or services corresponding to the type 
information input. The distributing unit distributes the 
40 selected advertisement information to the receivers. 
Thus, the receiver receives only the advertisement 
information that he or she wants to receive and can 
refuse advertisement information that he or she does 
not want. 

45 In another embodiment of the present invention, the 
inputting unit inputs a dividing condition for dividing the 
distribution of advertisement information for a plurality 
of receivers into a plurality of sessions. The distributing 
unit distributes the advertisement information in a plu- 
so rality of sessions corresponding to the dividing condi- 
tion. Thus, the distributing process for distributing 
advertisement information to many receivers can be 
divided into any number of sessions. 

In another embodiment of the present invention, the 
55 storing unit stores a profile of the sender. The distribut- 
ing unit distributes the profile along with advertisement 
information when the sender initially sends the adver- 
tisement information to the receiver. Thus, the receiver 
can know about the commodities and so forth of a 
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sender from which the receiver receives advertisement 
information. 

In another embodiment of the present invention, the 
inputting unit inputs a validation period for the advertise- 
ment information, the validation period being desig- 5 
nated by the sender in a predetermined unit such as a 
particular time or a particular period. The processing 
unit prohibits the distribution of the advertisement infor- 
mation when the validation period has expired. Thus, 
the sender can only distribute valid advertisement infor- 10 
mation. 

In another embodiment of the present invention, the 
inputting unit inputs a reception restriction designated 
by the receiver, the reception restriction restricting 
amount of advertisement information received by the 15 
receiver in a predetermined period. The processing unit 
allows the distribution of advertisement information in 
the extent of the reception restriction. Thus, the sender 
can only distribute advertisement information to a 
receiver such that, for example, it does not exceed the 20 
capacity of the mail box of the receiver. 

In another embodiment of the present invention, the 
inputting unit inputs a type of advertisement information 
that the receiver wants and a plurality of types that the 
sender designates. The processing unit compares a 25 
type of advertisement information that the receiver 
wants with a combination of a plurality of types of infor- 
mation and selecting distributees from a plurality of 
receivers. Thus, the sender can select a receiver who 
wants two or more types of commodities or services 30 
such as "cars" and "houses", and send advertisement 
information thereof. 

In another embodiment of the present invention, the 
confirming unit electronically confirms that the receiver 
has received the advertisement information and 35 
accessed the content thereof. The replying unit auto- 
matically generates confirmation information that repre- 
sents that the receiver has accessed the content of the 
advertisement information and sends the confirmation 
information to the distributing unit or the sender termi- 40 
nal. 

For example, the confirming unit confirms not only 
that the advertisement information is distributed to a 
receiver terminal by electronic mail, but also that the 
receiver has accessed the content of the advertisement 45 
information. The confirmation information is sent from 
the replying unit to the distributing unit. Thus, the distrib- 
uting unit can confirm that the receiver has accessed 
the content of the advertisement information. Accord- 
ingly, the sender can obtain confirmation information so 
from the distributing unit or the replying unit. This confir- 
mation information can be used for charging the sender 
for the distribution service of the advertisement informa- 
tion. 

Reference will now be made, by way of example, to 55 
the accompanying drawings, in which: 

Fig. 1 is a block diagram showing the theory of an 
information providing apparatus embodying the 



present invention; 

Fig. 2 is a schematic diagram showing a structure 
of a system according to an embodiment of the 
present invention; 

Fig. 3 is a block diagram showing a structure of a 
distributing host computer; 

Fig. 4 is a flow chart showing a process of a 
receiver terminal; 

Fig. 5 is a flow chart showing a process of a sender 
terminal; 

Fig. 6 is a schematic diagram showing a commod- 
ity/service category table; 

Fig. 7 is a schematic diagram showing an example 
of a thesaurus table; 

Fig. 8 is a schematic diagram showing an example 
of an advertisement reception requirement; 
Fig. 9 is a flow chart showing a first advertisement 
reception requirement registering process; 
Fig. 10 is a flow chart showing a second advertise- 
ment reception requirement registering process; 
Fig. 1 1 is a schematic diagram showing an example 
of a receiving means registration table; 
Fig. 12 is a flow chart showing a receiving means 
registering process; 

Fig. 1 3 is a schematic diagram showing an example 
of an advertisement transmission requirement; 
Fig. 14 is a flow chart showing an advertisement 
transmission requirement registering process; 
Fig. 1 5 is a schematic diagram showing an example 
of a distribution list; 

Fig. 16 is a schematic diagram showing an example 
of a transmission advertisement document; 
Fig. 17 is a schematic diagram showing an example 
of a sender profile; 

Fig. 1 8 is a schematic diagram showing an example 
of transmission completion management informa- 
tion; 

Fig. 19 is a schematic diagram showing an example 

of reception restriction information; 

Fig. 20 is a flow chart showing an advertisement 

information distributing process; 

Fig. 21 is a flow chart showing a restricting process; 

and 

Fig. 22 is a flow chart showing a sending process. 

Next, with reference to the accompanying drawings, 
an embodiment of the present invention will be 
described. 

Fig. 1 is a block diagram showing the principle of an 
information providing apparatus embodying the present 
invention. The information providing apparatus shown in 
Fig. 1 comprises an inputting unit 1 , a processing unit 2, 
a distributing unit 3, a confirming unit 4, and a replying 
unit 5. 

The inputting unit 1 inputs an information reception 
requirement and an information transmission require- 
ment. The information reception requirement includes 
receiver attributes of a receiver and desired conditions 
of information to be transmitted. The information recep- 
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tion requirement is designated by the receiver. The 
information transmission requirement includes informa- 
tion attributes of information to be transmitted and 
desired conditions of a sender for receivers. The infor- 
mation transmission requirement is designated by the 
sender. When the information attributes satisfy the 
desired conditions for the information and the receiver 
attributes satisfy the desired conditions for the receiv- 
ers, the processing unit 2 allows the distribution of the 
information from the sender to the receivers. 

The receiver attributes and the desired conditions 
of the sender for the receivers are input to the informa- 
tion providing apparatus by the inputting unit 1. The 
processing unit 2 determines whether or not the 
receiver attributes accord with the desired conditions of 
the senders. The receiver attributes are attributes of 
receivers such as age, sex, and occupation. The sender 
inputs the desired conditions for these attributes. The 
processing unit 2 can select receivers that satisfy the 
desired conditions of the sender. 

The information attributes and the desired condi- 
tions of the receivers for the information are input from 
the inputting unit 1. The processing unit 2 can deter- 
mine whether or not the information attributes satisfy 
the desired conditions of the receivers. The information 
attributes are attributes of information being sent such 
as a type of information, a category, and a validation 
period. A receiver inputs the desired conditions against 
these attributes. The processing unit 2 can select a 
sender of information that satisfies the desired condi- 
tions of the receivers. 

Moreover, the inputting unit 1 inputs first type infor- 
mation of commodities or services designated by a 
receiver from predetermined commodity or service cat- 
egory information. The processing unit 2 selects adver- 
tisement information of commodities or services 
corresponding to the first type information being input. 
The distributing unit 3 distributes the selected advertise- 
ment information to the receivers. 

The commodity or service category information 
includes types of advertisement information to be sent 
in the form of a list or a thesaurus. A receiver inputs the 
first type information that designates one or more types 
of the advertisement information. The processing unit 2 
designates the type of commodities or services that the < 
receiver wants from the category information corre- 
sponding to the first type information. The distributing 
unit 3 distributes the advertisement information corre- 
sponding to the type to the receiver. Thus, the receiver 
can receive only the advertisement information that he 5 
or she wants to receive and can refuse advertisement 
information that he or she does not want. 

When the receiver has received the advertisement 
information from the distributing unit 3 and has 
accessed the content thereof, the confirming unit 4 elec- a 
tronically confirms this. The replying unit 5 automatically 
generates confirmation information that represents that 
the receiver has accessed the content and sends back 
the confirmation information to the distributing unit 3 or 



the sender terminaL 

For example, in addition to the distribution of adver- 
tisement information to the receiver terminal by elec- 
tronic mail, the confirming unit 4 can confirm that the 
s receiver has accessed the content. The replying unit 5 
sends the confirmation information to the distributing 
unit 3. Thus, the distributing unit 3 can confirm that the 
receiver has seen the advertisement information. 
Accordingly, the sender can obtain the confirmation 
10 information from the distributing unit 3 or the replying 
unit 5. The confirmation information may be used for the 
fees for the distribution services of the advertisement 
information. 

For example, the inputting unit shown in Fig. 1 
is accords with an inputting/outputting unit for a network 
12 of a distribution host computer 11 or an inputting unit 
of each of a receiver terminal 1 3 and a sender terminal 
14 shown in Fig. 2. In addition, the processing unit 2 
accords with a distribution list generating portion 23 
20 shown in Fig. 3. The distributing unit 3 accords with an 
advertisement information distributing portion 27. The 
confirming unit 4 and the replying unit 5 accord with a 
CPU (central processing unit) of the receiver terminal 
13. These structures will be described in the following. 
25 Fig. 2 is a schematic diagram showing a structure 
of a system according to an embodiment of the present 
invention. In Fig. 2, a distribution host computer 11, a 
receiver terminal 13, and a sender terminal 14 are con- 
nected to a communication network 12. The sender ter- 
se minal 14 is a computer terminal of a vendor of 
commodities, services, or the like. The receiver terminal 
13 is a computer terminal of another user of the net- 
work. Generally, a plurality of receiver terminals 13 and 
a plurality of sender terminals 14 are connected to the 
35 network 12. The distribution host computer 11 desig- 
nates senders and receivers who send and receive 
advertisement information corresponding to various 
information received from the receiver terminals 13 and 
the sender terminals 14. 
to Fig. 3 is a block diagram showing a structure of the 
distribution host computer 1 1 and a flow of information 
exchanged between the distribution host computer 1 1 
and the receiver terminal 13 or the sender terminal 14. 
The distribution host computer 1 1 shown in Fig. 3 com- 
<s prises a distribution list generating portion 23, an adver- 
tisement information distributing portion 27, a charging 
processing portion 28, and a response sending portion 
33. The distribution host computer 1 1 stores a thesau- 
rus table 20, a commodity/service category table 21 , an 
o advertisement reception requirement 22, an advertise- 
ment transmission requirement 34, a receiving means 
registration table 24, a distribution list 25, a transmission 
advertisement document 26, transmission completion 
management information 29, reception restriction infor- 
> mation 30, confirmation information 31, and a sender 
profile 32. 

The distribution list generating portion 23 and the 
charging processing portion 28 are realized by the func- 
tion of the CPU in the distribution host computer 1 1. The 
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thesaurus table 20. the commodity/service category 
table 21. the advertisement reception requirement 22, 
the advertisement transmission requirement 34, the 
receiving means registration table 24. the distribution 
list 25, the transmission advertisement document 25, 
the transmission completion management information 
29, the reception restriction information 30, the confir- 
mation information 31, and the sender profile 32, are 
stored in a memory cr a disk unit of the distribution host ■ 
computer 11. The structure of the advertisement infor- 
mation distributing portion 27 and the response sending 
portion 33 depends on the communication mode. When 
electronic mail is used for communication, these por- 
tions are realized by the CPU of the distribution host 
computer 1 1 . When voice mail is used for communica- 
tion, these portions are realized by the CPU and a tele- 
phone terminal. When facsimile data is used for 
communication, these portions are realized by the CPU 
and a FAX terminal. When conventional mail is used for 
communication, these portions are realized by the CPU ■ 
and a conventional mail service. 

Next, with reference to Figs. 4 and 5, a flow of an 
information distributing process in a direct mail distr ibut- 
ing system having the distribution host computer 11 
shown in Fig. 3 will be described. 

Fig. 4 is a flow chart showing the process of the 
receiver terminal 13. in Fig. 4, when the process is 
started, the receiver terminal 13 registers the advertise- 
ment reception requirement 22 designated by the user ■ 
as the receiver to the distribution host computer 11 (at 
step SI). In addition, the receiver terminal 13 registers 
an advertisement receiving means (advertisement 
reception mode) to the receiving means registration 
tabie 24 (at step S2). The advertisement reception 
requirement 22 represents attributes of the receiver and 
desired conditions of the receiver for the advertisement 
information. The advertisement receiving means repre- 
sents a distribution mode that the receiver requires. 
When the advertisement reception requirement 22 is 
registered, if necessary, the thesaurus table 20 or the 
commodity/service category table 21 is used. 

In the case that the designated advertisement 
receiving means is electronic mail sent through the net- 
work 12, when the receiver receives advertisement 
information of the sender from the advertisement infor- 
mation distributing portion 27 (at step S3), the receiver 
accesses the content of the advertisement information 
(at step S4). The receiver terminal 13 electronically con- 
firms that the receiver has accessed the content. The 
access to the advertisement information by the receiver 
is confirmed when the receiver has performed an oper- 
ation for displaying the content of the electronic mail on 
the screen. The receiver terminal 13 automatically gen- 
erates the confirmation information 31 that represents 
. that the receiver has accessed the content of the adver- 
tisement information and sends back the confirmation 
information 31 to the distribution host computer 11. 
When thB receiver generates electronic mail in reply to 
the advertisement information, thB receiver terminal 13 



sands the electronic mail to the response sending por- 
tion 33 (at step S5). As a result, the process is com- 
pleted. 

When the designated advertisement receiving 
5 means is other than electronic mail, the process per- 
formed by the receiver is basically the same as the 
above-described process. However, in this case, the 
confirmation information is not always generated. In 
addition, the response is not always sent by electronic 
id mail. 

Fig. 5 is a flow chart showing the process of the 
sender terminal 14. In Fig. 5, when the process is 
started, the sender terminal 14 registers the sender pro- 
file 32 generated by the provider who is the sender and 
15 the transmission advertisement document 26 to the dis- 
tribution host computer 11 (at steps S11 and S12). The 
transmission profile 32 represents a simple description 
of the sender and a summary of commodities and so 
forth that the sender provides. The transmission adver- 
■ zo tisement document 26 includes a detailed description of 
the individual commodities and the like. The advertise- 
ment information is not always document data. Instead, ' 
the advertisement information may contain picture data 
and voice data. 

25 Thereafter, the sender terminal 14 sends ths adver- 
tisement transmission requirement 34 designated by 
the sender to the distribution list generating portion 23 
(at step S1 3) so as to cause the advertisement informa- 
tion distributing portion 27 to distribute the advertise- 
so ment information (at step S14), The advertisement 
transmission requirement 34 represents attributes of 
the advertisement information and the desired condi- 
tions of ths sender for the receivers. In addition, the 
advertisement transmission requirement 34 functions 
35 as an advertisement information management ledger 
for the sender. The sender confirms the response that 
the response sending portion 33 sends back (at step 
Si 5). As a result the process is completed. When the 
response is sent by electronic mail, the sender can con- 
40 firm the response on the sender terminal 14, 

On the other hand, the distribution list generating 
portion 23 of the distribution host computer n deter- 
mines distributees of the advertisement information cor- 
responding to the advertisement reception requirement 
45 22 and the advertisement transmission requirement 34 
and generates the distribution list 25. When the adver- 
tisement information distributing portion 27 receives a 
distribution command from the sender terminal 14, the 
advertisement information distributing portion 27 di^trib- 
50 utes the transmission advertisement document 26 and 
the sender profile 32 with reference to the advertise- 
ment transmission requirement 34, the receiving means 
registration table 24, the distribution list 25, the trans- 
mission completion management information 29, and 
55 the reception restriction information 30. The advertise- 
ment information distributing portion 27 records the 
transmission result to the distribution list 25, and the dis- 
tribution start date and the number of pieces of transmit- 
ted advertisement to the advertisement transmission 
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requirement 34. The advertisement information distrib- 
uting portion 27 sends information of the sender of the 
distributed advertisement information to the charging 
processing portion 28 and the response sending portion 
33. The response sending portion 33 sends the status 5 
of the response that represents whether or not the 
receiver has received the advertisement information 
and has accessed the content thereof, to the sender. 

The charging processing portion 28 charges the 
sender for the advertisement information when it has io 
been distributed to the receiver. When the charging 
processing portion 28 receives the confirmation infor- 
mation 31, the charging processing portion 28 addition- 
ally charges the sender for the advertisement 
information. Since the charging process is divided into 15 
the two stages in which the advertisement information is 
distributed and the access is confirmed, distribution 
fees can be designated so that the fee for the distribu- 
tion to receivers who access the contents of advertise- 
ment information is higher than the fee for the 20 
distribution to receivers who only receive the advertise- 
ment information. 

Next, with reference to Figs. 6 to 10, the registering 
process of the advertisement reception requirement 22 
will be described. 2 5 

Figs. 6 and 7 show examples of a commodity/serv- 
ice category table 21 and a thesaurus table 20 that are 
referenced when the advertisement reception require- 
ment 22 is registered. The commodity/service category 
table shown in Fig. 6 stores category names of com- 30 
modifies or services and category codes corresponding 
thereto. For example, the category code of the category 
name "furniture" is "0101001". The thesaurus table 
shown in Fig. 7 is used to retrieve a category name and 
a category code corresponding to a word designated by 35 
the receiver. The thesaurus table has three levels of 
classification: large classification, intermediate classifi- 
cation, and small classification. 

Fig. 8 is a schematic diagram showing an example 
of the advertisement reception requirement 22. In the 40 
advertisement reception requirement 22, the fields 
"direct mail distribution system ID", "date of birth", "sex", 
"occupation", "residential area", "action range", and 
"present area", represent personal attribute information 
of the receiver. The fields "category i" and "validation 45 

period of category i" (where i = 1, 2 M), represent 

the type of the advertisement information and the condi- 
tions thereof. The field "direct mail distribution system 
ID" stores an identification automatically designated by 
the distribution host computer 1 1 for the receiver. The so 
field "occupation" stores an occupation category code. 
The fields "residential area", "action range", and 
"present area" store respective area codes. The action 
range represents a daily movement range. The present 
area represents the latest position of the terminal that 55 
can receive advertisement information. The fields "cate- 
gory i" and "validation period of category i" store a cate- 
gory code of the commodity/service category table 21 
and the validation period of the advertisement reception 



requirement of the category respectively. 

When information of the present location of a per- 
sonal terminal such as a portable telephone or a per- 
sonal handyphone system (PHS) of the receiver is 
stored as the present area, it can be used to narrow the 
selection of the distributees of the advertisement infor- 
mation. For example, voice mail that announces a lim- 
ited special offer of a supermarket can be distributed to 
receivers who are present near the store in a predeter- 
mined time zone corresponding to the offer. When a val- 
idation period for each category is designated, a 
desired category can be changed seasonally. In addi- 
tion, after a predetermined time period elapses, the dis- 
tribution of advertisement information in a 
predetermined category can be automatically stopped. 

Fig. 9 is a flow chart showing a first advertisement 
reception requirement registering process performed by 
the receiver terminal 13 and the distribution host com- 
puter 1 1 . In the first advertisement reception require- 
ment registering process, the commodity/service 
category table 21 is used. In Fig. 9, when the process is 
started, the receiver inputs attribute information such as 
date of birth on the receiver terminal 13 (at step S20). 
Thereafter, the distribution host computer 1 1 displays all 
categories of the commodity/service category table 21 
on the screen of the receiver terminal 1 3 (at step S21). 

When the receiver selects one of the categories 
being displayed (at step S22), the distribution host com- 
puter 11 retrieves the advertisement transmission 
requirements 34 that have been stored with a key of the 
category being selected (at step S23). The distribution 
host computer 1 1 displays the number of the advertise- 
ment transmission requirements 34 (the number of 
records of advertisement information) that have been 
sent in a predetermined period for the category (at step 
S24). The distribution host computer 11 prompts the 
receiver to register the selected category as the desired 
category (at step S25). In this example, the predeter- 
mined period is one month. The receiver can consider 
the number of times the advertisement information has 
been sent that is being displayed as a barometer of the 
popularity of the information. 

When the receiver wants to register the category, 
he or she inputs the validation period for receiving the 
. advertisement information of the category (at step S26). 
As a result, the process is completed. When the 
receiver does not want to register the category, the flow 
returns to step S21. 

At step S22 ( if the receiver designates a category 
that is not contained in the commodity/service category 
21, the distribution host computer 1 1 may add the des- 
ignated category as a new category to the commod- 
ity/service category table 21 . 

Fig. 10 is a flow chart showing a second advertise- 
ment reception requirement registering process per- 
formed by the receiver terminal 13 and the distribution 
host computer 1 1. In the second advertisement recep- 
tion requirement registering process, the thesaurus 
table 20 is used. In Fig. 10, when the process is started, 
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the receiver inputs attribute information such es date of 
birth on the receiver terminal (at step S30). Thereafter, 
the receiver inputs a keyword far advertisement infor- 
mation that the receiver wants to receive (at step S31). 
Next, the distribution host computer 1 1 retrieves the the- 5 
saurue tabie 20 for the category corresponding to the 
input Keyword (at step S32). 

In the case that the thesaurus tabie shown in Fig. 7 
is used, when the input word is "household appliances", 
ail category names included in the large classification w 
"household appliances and hobbies" are output as the 
retrieval result When the input word is "furniture", only 
the single category "furniture" in the small classification 
is output as the retrieval result. 

Next, the distribution host computer 11 retrieves is 
advertisement transmission requirements' 34 that have 
been stored with a key of the category corresponding to 
the input word (at step S3 3). The distribution host com- 
puter 11 displays the number of advertisement trans- 
mission requirements (number of records of 20 
advertisement information) of the advertisement sent In - 
a predetermined period for the category on the screen 
of the receiver terminal 13 (at step S34). The distribu- 
tion host computer 11 prompts the receiver for the reg- 
istration of the category as the desired category (at step - 25 
S35). In this example, the predstermined period is one 
month. When there are a plurality of categories that 
accords with the keyword, the number of records of the 
-advertisement information is displayed for each cats- 

30 

gory. 

When the receiver wants to agister the category. 
hB or she inputs a validation period for receiving the 
advertisement information of the category (at step S36). 
As a result, the process is completed. When the 
receiver does not want to register the category, the flow 35 
returns to step S3 1, 

When the receiver inputs a word that is not included 
as a category name in ihe thesaurus table 20, the distri- 
bution host computer 1 1 may add the input word as a 
new category name to the thesaurus table 20. 4c 

By the first advertisement reception requirement 
registering process shown in Fig. 9 orthe second adver- 
tisement reception requirement registering process .. 
shown in Fig. 10, tha advertisement reception require- 
ment 22 is generated. Next, the receiving means regis- 45 
tering process will be described with reference to Figs. . 
11 and 12. 

Fig. 1 1 is a schematic diagram showing an example 
of the receiving means registration table 24. In the 
receiving means registration table shown in Fig. 11, a ' so 
field "receiver ID" stores a receiver direct mail distribu- 
tion system ID designated by the distribution host com- 
puter 11. Afield "receiving means i" (where 1=1,2, .... 
H) stores a code of a receiving means with an i-th prior- 
ity. Normally, the advertisement information is distrib- ss 
uted in the mod© designated by the receiving means 1 . 
Codes 1 . 2, 3, 4, and 5 of the receiving means represent 
the receiving means (distribution mode) of the adver- 
tisement information, by facsimilBdata, voice mail, elec- 



tronic mail, vidao-on-demand data, and conventional 
mail, respectively. It should be noted that these receiv- 
ing means can be also sub-categorized in such a man- 
ner that a plurality of codes may be used corresponding 
to a plurality of electronic mail systems. 

A field "address of receiving means V stores the 
address of a receiver terminal or the like oT a receiver. 
When the receiving means is a facsimile, a facsimile 
number is stored. When the receiving means is voice 
mail, a telephone number is stored. When the receiving 
means is electronic mail, a computer network sub- 
scriber ID is stored'. When the receiving means is a 
video-on-demand system, a subscriber JD is stored. 
When the receiving means is conventional mail, an 
address is stored. 

A field "restriction unit of receiving means i" stores 
the unit of the reception restriction amount of the receiv- 
ing means. The restriction unit is, for example, the 
number of pieces of mail received in a predetermined 
unit period (for example, per week) or the number of 
bytes. A field "restriction period of receiving means i" ' 
stores a desired period of the reception by the receiving 
means in units of days -or weeks. A field "restriction 
amount of receiving means i" stores the amount of infor- 
mation receivable by the receiving means correspond- 
ing to the restriction unit. In the case of electronic maU; 
the capacity of the mail box of the receiver can be used . 
as the restriction amount. Alternatively the restriction 
amount of ihe receiving means i may be designated by 
the user. 

A field "restriction violation treatment erf receiving 
means i" stores a restriction violation code that repre- 
sents the treatment in the case that a restriction period 
or a restriction amount of the receiving maans is vio- 
lated. When the restriction violation code is "1", tha 
reception of the advertisement information is rejected. 
When the restriction violation code is "2", the advertise- 
ment information is received on the next day or later. 
Whan the restriction violation code is "3 M , only a hsad 
line (or a title) of the advertisement information is 
received. A field "exceptional reception of receiving 
means i" stores a flag that represents whether or not tha 
advertisement information is received as an exception 
in the case that the restriction of the receiving means is 
violated. When the recaiver wants such exceptional 
reception, the flag is "YES". Otherwise, the flag is "NO". 

A field "reception rejection" at the lowest line of the 
table stores a sender direct mail distribution ID from 
which the receiver wants to reject the reception of 
advertisement information. Thus, when the field "recep- 
tion rejection" is designated, the receiver can reject the 
reception of direct mail from a sender that the receiver 
has designated. 

Fig. 12 is a flow chart showing the receiving means 
registering process performed by the receiver terminal 
13 and the distribution host computer 11. In Fig. 12, 
when the process is started, the receiver selects one of 
the receiving means (at stepS41) and inputs an 
address of the selected receiving means (at step £42). 
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The selected receiving means is registered as a receiv- 
ing means 1 on the receiving means registration table 
24. The input address is stored as an address of the 
receiving means 1. 

Thereafter, the receiver selects a reception restric- 5 
tion unit (at step S43) and a reception restriction period 
(at step S44). After that, the receiver inputs a reception 
restriction amount (at step S45) and the treatment of 
any violation against the restriction (at step S46). The 
selected reception restriction unit is stored as the 10 
restriction unit of the receiving means 1. The selected 
reception restriction period is stored as the restriction 
period of the receiving means 1. The input reception 
restriction amount is stored as the restriction amount of 
the receiving means 1 . The input treatment of any viola- 15 
tion against the restriction is stored as the treatment of 
any violation against the restriction of the receiving 
means 1. Thereafter, the receiver selects the valid- 
ity/invalidity of the exceptional reception (at step S47). 
The selected result is stored as the exceptional recep- 20 
tion of the receiving means 1 . 

The distribution host computer 11 prompts the 
receiver for the registration of another receiving means 
(at step S48). When the receiver wants to register 
another receiving means, the flow returns to step S41. 25 
When the steps S41 to S47 are repeated, a plurality of 
receiving means are stored in the receiving means reg- 
istration table 24 in the order of higher priority. When the 
receiver does not want to register another receiving 
means, he or she designates a sender from which he or 30 
she wants to reject the reception of information (at step 
S49). As a result, the process is completed. 

Next, with reference to Figs. 13 to 15, the register- 
ing process for the advertisement transmission require- 
ment 34 will be described. 35 

Fig. 13 is a schematic diagram showing an example 
of the advertisement transmission requirement 34. In 
the advertisement transmission requirement shown in 
Fig. 13, fields "sender ID", "transmission advertisement 
document number", "validation period", and "category" 40 
represent attributes of advertisement information. A 
field "retrieval expression" represents desired condi- 
tions of a receiver for a sender. Fields "maximum 
number of sessions of transmission", "dividing distribu- 
tion", "number of session of dividing distribution", and 45 
"intervals of dividing distribution" represent distribution 
conditions for advertisement information. Fields "trans- 
mission result", "distribution start date", and "status" 
represent management information of the distributing 
process. 50 

The field "sender ID" stores a sender direct mail 
distribution system ID. The field "transmission adver- 
tisement document number" stores a serial number 
(management serial number) of the transmission adver- 
tisement document 26. The field "validation period" 55 
stores a valid period of the transmission advertisement 
document 26. The field "category" stores a category 
code of advertisement information designated by a 
sender. The validity period may be designated with a 



predetermined time period from several seconds, sev- 
eral minutes, and several hours, to several days and 
several weeks. The field "retrieval expression" stores 
aggregate expressions for narrowing the selection of 
receivers. The aggregate expressions are composed of 
a combination of logical expressions (formulas) of AND 
and OR of attribute information of the receiver and 
desired categories. By designating the aggregate 
expressions, the sender can freely select distributees 
for the advertisement information. 

The field "maximum number of distributees of trans- 
mission" stores the maximum number of receivers of 
the transmission advertisement documents 26. The 
field "dividing distribution" stores a flag that represents 
the validity/invalidity of the dividing distribution. The 
dividing distribution represents that advertisement infor- 
mation is distributed to many distributees in a plurality of 
sessions. The fields "number of sessions of dividing dis- 
tribution" and "intervals of dividing distribution" store the 
number of sessions of dividing transmission and the 
intervals of dividing distribution, respectively. When a 
sender wants to distribute 1000 items of direct mail in 10 
sessions, he or she designates "10" and "1 " to "number 
of sessions of dividing distribution" and "intervals of 
dividing distribution", respectively. When the sender 
designates the dividing distribution in such a manner, he 
or she can distribute advertisement information to a pre- 
determined number of distributees in predetermined 
intervals. 

The field "transmission result" stores the number of 
transmission advertisement documents 26 being sent 
whenever the advertisement information distributing 
portion 27 performs the distributing process. The field 
"distribution start date" stores the date (month/day/year) 
on which a distribution of a transmission advertisement 
statement 26 is started. The field "status" stores the cur- 
rent status of the distribution such as "waiting", "execut- 
ing", or "completed". With the management information, 
the number of transmission advertisement documents 
26 that correspond to a specific category and that have 
been sent in a specific period in the past can be 
obtained. 

Fig. 14 is a flow chart showing the advertisement 
transmission requirement registering process per- 
formed by the sender terminal 1 4 and the distribution list 
generating portion 23. In Fig. 14, when the process is 
started, the distribution list generating portion 23 dis- 
plays all categories of the commodity/service category 
table 21 on the screen of the sender terminal 1 4 (at step 
S51). When the sender selects one of the categories 
being displayed (at step S52), the distribution list gener- 
ating portion 23 retrieves advertisement reception 
requirements 22 of receivers with a key of the selected 
category, and displays the advertisement reception 
requirements 22 corresponding to the category. The 
distribution list generating portion 23 displays items of 
attribute information of the advertisement reception 
requirements 22 and the designated category (at steo 
S53). 
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When the sender selects attribute information and 
categories so as to narrow the selection of receivers (at 
step S54), the distribution list generating portion 23 
retrieves advertisement reception requirements 22 with 
aggregate expressions composed of the item being 5 
selected and generates a distribution list 25 (shown in 
Fig. 15) including receiver IDs corresponding to the 
retrieval conditions (at step S55). In the case that adver- 
tisement reception requirements 22 are stored in a rela- 
tional database, when the distribution list generating 70 
portion 23 sends an inquiry composed of retrieval 
expressions to the database, a desired advertisement 
reception requirement 22 can be automatically 
retrieved. In the distribution list shown in Fig. 15, the 
sender ID and the transmission advertisement docu- 15 
ment number are the same as those of the advertise- 
ment transmission requirement shown in Fig. 13. Afield 

"receiver ID - i" (where i = 1, 2 J) stores an i-th 

receiver direct mail distribution system ID. Afield "trans- 
mission result - i" stores a transmission result of an i-th 20 
receiver. 

Thus, the sender can designate a category of 
advertisement information to be transmitted. In addition, 
the sender can designate category names of which 
receivers want to receive advertisement information. 25 
For example, in the case that a sender wants to send 
direct mail about cars, when a sender designates "cars" 
and "household appliances" as category names at step 
S54, he or she can send the direct mail only to receivers 
who want to receive direct mail about "cars'* and 30 
"household appliances". In this case, the sender can 
designate three or more category names. 

Next, the distribution list generating portion 23 dis- 
plays the number of distributees included in the gener- 
ated distribution list 25 (at step S56) and prompts the 35 
sender for the determination of the distributees (at step 
S57). When the sender does not accept the displayed 
number of distributees, the flow returns to step S53. 
When the sender accepts the number of the distrib- 
utees, the distribution list generating portion 23 com- 40 
pares the maximum number of distributees of the 
transmission that was input with the number of distrib- 
utees on the distribution list 25 (at step S59). When the 
number of distributees is larger than the maximum 
number of distributees of the transmission, the distribu- 45 
tion list generating portion 23 randomly removes distrib- 
utees from the distribution list 25 (at step S60). 
Thereafter, the distribution list generating portion 23 
prompts the sender for the designation of the dividing 
distribution (at step S61). When the number of distrib- so 
utees is equal to or less than the maximum number of 
distributees of the transmission, the flow advances to 
step S61 . 

When the sender designates the dividing distribu- 
tion, he or she inputs the number of sessions of the 55 
dividing distribution and intervals of the dividing distribu- 
tion (at step S62). Thereafter, the sender inputs the val- 
idation period (at step S63). As a result, the process is 
completed. When the sender does not designate the 



dividing distribution at step S61, the flow advances to 
step S63. 

At step S56, statistical data such as the number of 
receivers who want to receive advertisement informa- 
tion for each designated category and their attribute 
information, may be displayed on the screen of the 
sender terminal 14. Thus, the sender can determine 
distributees with reference to the statistical information 
being displayed. 

Next, with reference to Figs. 16 to 22, the advertise- 
ment information distributing process will be described. 

Fig. 1 6 is a schematic diagram showing an example 
of a transmission advertisement document 26. In the 
transmission advertisement document shown in Fig. 16, 
fields "sender ID" and "transmission advertisement doc- 
ument number" are the same as those of the advertise- 
ment transmission requirement shown in Fig. 1 3. A field 
"title" stores a title (head line) of a transmission adver- 
tisement document generated by a sender. A field 
"body" stores data of the content of the transmission 
advertisement document. This data is not limited to text 
data, but may also be picture data and/or voice data. A 
field "sending means" stores a receiving means code of 
a transmission advertisement document designated by 
the sender. 

Fig. 17 is a schematic diagram showing an example 
of a sender profile 32. In the sender profile shown in Fig. 
17, a field "company name (person name)" stores a 
company name or a sender name. Fields "telephone 
number", "FAX number", "computer network subscriber 
ID", and "direct mail distribution system subscriber ID", 
store respective information about the sender. A field 
"company summary" stores a summary of the company. 
Afield "concerned commodity category" stores at least 
one category code of commodities/services provided by 
the sender. With the sender profile 32, the contact infor- 
mation for the sender can be sent to receivers. Thus, 
the receivers can easily contact the sender. 

Fig. 18 is a schematic diagram showing an example 
of a transmission completion management information 
29. The transmission completion management informa- 
tion shown in Fig. 18 is generated for each sender. A 
field "sender ID" stores a sender direct mail distribution 
system ID. A field "transmission completion ID" stores 
direct mail distribution system IDs of all receivers to 
which the sender has sent advertisement information. 
With the transmission completion management infor- 
mation 29, the sender can distinguish receivers to which 
he or she has sent advertisement information from other 
receivers. 

Fig. 1 9 is a schematic diagram showing an example 
of a reception restriction information 30. The reception 
restriction information 30 shown in Fig. 19 is generated 
for each receiver. Afield "receiver ID" stores a receiver 
direct mail distribution system ID. A field "number of 
records of transmission completed" stores the number 
of records of advertisement information sent in the 
mode of a receiving means 1 registered by the receiver. 
In this case, the sender of the advertisement informa- 
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tion is not specified. With the reception restriction infor- 
mation 30 and the receiving means registration table 
24, it can be determined whether or not the number of 
records of transmission to the receiving means reaches 
the reception restriction amount. 

Fig. 20 is a flow chart showing an advertisement 
information distributing process performed by the adver- 
tisement information distributing portion 27. When the 
process is started corresponding to a distribution com- 
mand received from a sender, the advertisement infor- 
mation distributing portion 27 selects a transmission 
advertisement document 26 that is an original docu- 
ment corresponding to a designated transmission 
advertisement document number (at step S71) and 
selects a distribution list 25 (at step S72). Thereafter, 
the advertisement information distributing portion 27 
sets "1 " to a counter (at step S73) and selects one of the 
receiver IDs on the distribution list 25 in ascending order 
(at step S74). Thereafter, the advertisement information 
distributing portion 27 references the receiving means 
registration table 24 corresponding to the selected 
receiver ID and determines whether or not the receiving 
means 1 of the receiving means registration table 24 
accords with the sending means recorded for the trans- 
mission advertisement document (at step S75). When 
they do not match, the advertisement information dis- 
tributing portion 27 sets "invalid" to the transmission 
result of the distribution list 25 corresponding to the 
receiver ID of the distribution list 25 (at step S76), incre- 
ments the counter value by "1" (at step S77), and 
selects the next receiver ID (at step S74). 

When the receiving means 1 accords with the send- 
ing means at step S75, the advertisement information 
distributing portion 27 references the reception restric- 
tion information 30 of the receiver and compares the 
number of records of transmission completed and the 
restriction number of documents to be received (recep- 
tion restriction amount) in the receiving means 1 (at 
step S78). When the number of records of transmission 
completed is equal to the reception restriction amount, - 
the advertisement information distributing portion 27 
performs the restricting process (at step S79). When the 
number of records of transmission completed is less 
than the reception restriction amount, the advertise- 
ment information distributing portion 27 references the a 
transmission completion management information 29 of 
the sender and determines whether or not the transmis- 
sion completion IDs include the selected receiver ID (at 
step S80). When the receiver ID accords with one of the 
transmission completion IDs, the advertisement infor- s 
mation distributing portion 27 sends only the transmis- 
sion advertisement document 26 to the receiver and 
increments the number of records of transmission com- 
pleted of the reception restriction information 30 by "1" 
(at step S81). When the receiver ID does not accord st 
with any transmission completion ID, the advertisement 
information distributing portion 27 sends the transmis- 
sion advertisement document 26 and the sender profile 
32 to the receiver, adds the receiver ID to the transmis- 



sion completion IDs of the transmission completion 
management information 29 (at step S82), and incre- 
ments the number of records of transmission completed 
of the reception restriction information 30 (at step S83). 
5 Next, the advertisement information distributing 

portion 27 determines whether or not the counter value 
is the final value (at step S84). When the counter value 
is not the final value, the advertisement information dis- 
tributing portion 27 increments the counter value by "1" 
io (at step S17). Thereafter, the flow returns to step S74. 
When the counter value becomes the final value, the 
process is completed. 

When a communicating means designated by a 
receiver accords with a communicating means desig- 
15 nated by a sender and a restriction amount designated 
by the receiver is not violated, the normal distributing 
process is performed. When the restriction amount is 
violated, the restricting process is performed. When a 
sender initially sends an advertisement to a new 
20 receiver, the sender profile 32 is automatically added to 
the transmission advertisement document 26 to be 
sent. 

Fig. 21 is a flow chart showing the restricting proc- 
ess performed at step S79 shown in Fig. 20. In Fig; 21, 

25 when the process is started, the advertisement informa- 
tion distributing portion 27 reads an exceptional recep- 
tion value and a restriction period (reception restriction 
period) of the receiving means 1 from the receiving 
means registration table 24 of the receiver. In addition, 

30 the advertisement information distributing portion 27 
reads a validation period from the advertisement trans- 
mission requirement 34 of the sender. The advertise- 
ment information distributing portion 27 determines 
whether or not the exceptional reception is "valid" and 

35 the validation period is "today" and has not expired (at 
step S91). When the determined result is "YES", the 
advertisement information distributing portion 27 sends 
the transmission advertisement document 26 to the 
receiver as the exceptional process (at step S92). As a 

w result, the process is completed. When the determined 
result is "NO", the advertisement information distribut- 
ing portion 27 determines whether or not the restriction 
violation code of the receiving means 1 is "1" (at steo 
S93). 

5 When the restriction violation code is "1 the adver- 
tisement information distributing portion 27 sets 
"invalid" to the transmission result of the receiver on the 
distribution list 25 (at step S94). As a result, the process 
is completed. When the restriction violation code is not 

o "V\ the advertisement information distributing portion 
27 determines whether or not the restriction violation 
code is "2" (at step S95). When the restriction violation 
code is "2", the advertisement information distributing 
portion 27 sends the transmission advertisement docu- 

- ment 26 the next day (at step S96). As a result, the proc- 
ess is completed. When the restriction violation code is 
not "2", the advertisement information distributing por- 
tion 27 sends only the title of the transmission advertise- 
ment document 26 (at step S97). As a result, the 
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process is completed. 

According to the restricting process, the receiver 
can exceptionally receive advertisement information 
whose validation period will soon be expired even when 
the restriction is violated. And a process designated 5 
with the restriction violation code shown in Fig. 1 1 can 
be automatically performed. 

Fig. 22 is a flow chart showing the sending process 
performed at steps S81 and S82 shown in Fig. 20 and 
steps S92 and S96 shown in Fig. 21. In Fig. 22, when 10 
the process is started, the advertisement information 
distributing portion 27 references the advertisement 
transmission requirement 34 of the sender and deter- 
mines whether or not the current date exceeds the vali- 
dation period (at step S101). When the current date is 
exceeds the validation period, the advertisement infor- 
mation distributing portion 27 sets "invalid" to the trans- 
mission result of the receiver on the distribution list 25 
(at step S102). As a result, the process is completed. 
When the current date does not exceed the validation 20 
period, the advertisement information distributing por- 
tion 27 sends the transmission advertisement document 
26 to the receiver in the designated mode of the receiv- 
ing means 1 of the receiving means registration table 24 
(at step S1 03). Thereafter, the charging processing por- 25 
tion 28 charges the sender ID for the distribution fee (at 
step S104). The advertisement information distributing 
portion 27 sets "completed" to the transmission result 
(at step S105). As a result, the process is completed. 

According to the sending process, the distribution so 
of advertisement information that exceeds the validation 
period designated by the sender is automatically 
stopped. The validation period can be freely designated 
by the sender. In addition, the validation period that has 
expired can be extended by the sender. ss 

When advertisement information cannot be sent in 
the mode of the receiving mean 1 due to the expiration 
of the restriction period of the receiving means 1, the 
advertisement information can be sent in another mode 
registered as receiving means 2 or so on in the receiv- 40 
ing means registration table 24. In this case, the priority 
is lowered from the receiving means 1 to the receiving 
means N. For each receiving means, the determina- 
tions at steps S75 and S78 are performed. In addition, 
the reception restriction information 30 as shown in Fig. 45 
1 9 is generated for each receiving means so as to man- 
age the number of records of transmission completed 
for each receiving means. 

According to the above-described embodiment, the 
receiver and the sender can freely change the adver- so 
tisement reception requirement 22, the receiving means 
registration table 24, and the advertisement transmis- 
sion requirement 34. In addition, the receiver and the 
sender can newiy input the advertisement reception 
requirement 22, the receiving means registration table 55 
24, and the advertisement transmission requirement 34. 
In this case, the advertisement information distributing 
portion 27 automatically performs the distributing proc- 
ess corresponding to the changed information or newiy 
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input information. 

When the advertisement reception requirement 22 
is registered, the distribution host computer 1 1 can pro- 
vide the receiver with desired categories or the like of 
advertisement reception requirements 22 that have 
been registered, and the receiver can register the pro- 
vided categories or the like as his or her advertisement 
reception requirements 22. At this point, a first receiver 
may retrieve an advertisement reception requirement 
22 of another receiver that has the same attribute infor- 
mation as that input by the first receiver, and register the 
retrieved result as the advertisement reception require- 
ment 22 of the first receiver. In addition, a receiver may 
select a desired one of standard advertisement recep- 
tion requirements 22 that have been previously pre- 
pared and stored in the distribution host computer 1 1 . 

Moreover, in addition to distributing advertisement 
information to the receiver terminal 13, the advertise- 
ment information distributing portion 27 may distribute 
items of an advertisement reception requirement 22 
corresponding to a desired condition designated as a 
retrieval expression by the sender along with advertise- 
ment information. For example, when advertisement 
information is distributed by electronic mail, the related 
items are displayed on the screen of the receiver termi- 
nal 13 along with the transmission advertisement docu- 
ment 26. 

In the embodiment, only the distributing process of 
the advertisement information of the vender who is a 
sender was described. However, an embodiment of the 
present invention can be applied to any information pro- 
vided from a sender to a receiver. 

In one embodiment of the present invention, a 
sender can register desired conditions for receivers, 
thereby arbitrarily restricting the distributees of the infor- 
mation. When a receiver registers desired conditions for 
information to be received, he or she can receive such 
selected information. Thus, an information distribution 
that satisfies both the sender side requirement and the 
receiver side requirement can be realized. In particular, 
in the case of the advertisement information, higher hit 
rates can be expected. Consequently, such an embodi- 
ment can significantly contribute to target marketing. 

In addition, since personal information such as date 
of birth, sex, electronic mail address, and telephone 
number of each receiver, are managed by the host com- 
puter and the sender side cannot know this information, 
the privacy of the receiver side can be protected and an 
anonymity of the receiver is maintained. 

Although the present invention has been shown 
and described with respect to a best mode embodiment 
thereof, it should be understood by those skilled in the 
art that the foregoing and various other changes, omis- 
sions, and additions in the form and detail thereof may 
be made therein without departing from the spirit and 
scope of the present invention. 
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Claims 



2. 



4. 



An information providing apparatus for use in an 
information processing system (11, 13, 14) for dis- 
tributing information from a sender to a receiver, 5 
comprising 

inputting means (1) for inputting an information 
reception requirement and an information 
transmission requirement, the information 10 
reception requirement including a receiver 
attribute of the receiver and a desired condition 
of the receiver for the information, the informa- 
tion reception requirement being designated by 
the receiver, the information transmission 15 
requirement including an information attribute 
of the information and a desired condition of 
the sender for the receiver, the information 
transmission requirement being designated by 
the sender; and 20 
processing means (2, 23) for allowing the infor- 
mation to be distributed from the sender to the 
receiver when the information attribute satisfies 
the desired condition for the information and 
the receiver attribute satisfies the desired con- 25 
dition for the receiver. 



among a plurality of receivers based on a combina- 
tion of the desired conditions for the receiver. 

5. The information providing apparatus as set forth in 
claim 1 , 

wherein said inputting means (1) is adapted 
for inputting the receiver attribute including per- 
sonal information of the receiver, and 

wherein said processing means (2, 23) is 
adapted for assuring the anonymity of the personal 
information from the sender. 

6. The information providing apparatus as set forth in 
claim 1 , further comprising: 

storing means (22) for storing the information 
reception requirement, 

wherein said inputting means (1) is adapted 
for inputting information of at least one of age, sex, 
residential area, and action range of the receiver, 
as the receiver attribute. 



7. 



The information providing apparatus as set forth in 
claim 1, 

wherein said inputting means (1) is adapted 
for inputting the information reception requirement 
including the desired condition for advertisement 
information to be sent and the information transmis- 
sion requirement including the information attribute 
of the advertisement information to be sent, and 

wherein said processing means (2, 23) is 
adapted for determining whether to allow the adver- 
tisement information to be distributed from the 
sender to the receiver based on the information 
reception requirement and the information trans- 
mission requirement. 

The information providing apparatus as set forth in 
claim 1 , 

wherein said inputting means (1) is adapted 
for inputting a predetermined maximum transmis- 
sion number designated by the sender, and 

wherein said processing means (2, 23) is 
adapted for prohibiting information that exceeds the 
maximum transmission number from being distrib- 
uted. 

The information providing apparatus as set forth in 
claim 1, 

wherein said inputting means (1) is adapted 
for inputting a plurality of desired conditions for a 
receiver, and 

wherein said processing means (2, 23) is 
adapted for selecting at least one distributee from 
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10. 



The information providing apparatus as set forth in 
claim 1, 

wherein said inputting means (1) is adapted 
for inputting position information of a current posi- 
tion of the receiver as the receiver attribute, and 

wherein said processing means (2, 23) is 
adapted for selecting at least one distributee from 
among a plurality of receivers based on the position 
information. 

The information providing apparatus as set forth in 
claim 1, 

wherein said inputting means (1) is adapted 
for inputting at least one distributing mode selected 
by the receiver from conventional mail and network 
media including facsimile data, voice mail, elec- 
tronic mail, and video-on-demand data, and 

wherein said processing means (2, 23) is 
adapted for outputting an instruction for distributing 
the information in the selected distributing mode. 

The information providing apparatus as set forth in 
claim 1 , further comprising: 

distributing means (3, 27) for automatically dis- 
tributing the information from the sender to the 
receiver, 

wherein said distributing means (3, 27) is 
adapted for automatically distributing information 
allowed by said processing means (2, 23) when 
said inputting means (1) changes the information 
reception requirement. 

The information providing apparatus as set forth in 
claim 1, further comprising: 
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distributing means (3, 27) for automatically dis- 
tributing the information from the sender to the 
receiver, 

wherein said distributing means (3, 27) is s 
adapted for automatically distributing information 
allowed by said processing means (2, 23) when 
said inputting means (1) inputs a new information 
reception requirement for the receiver. 

10 

11. An information providing apparatus for use in an 
information processing system (11, 13, 14) in a net- 
work (12) connecting a sender terminal (14) and a 
receiver terminal (13), comprising: 

15 

inputting means (1) for inputting first type infor- 
mation of a commodity or a service designated 
by the receiver from predetermined commodity 
or service category information; 
processing means (2, 23) for selecting adver- 20 
tisement information of a commodity or a serv- 
ice corresponding to the first type information 
being input; and 

distributing means (3, 27) for distributing the 
selected advertisement information to the 25 
receiver. 

12. The information providing apparatus as set forth in 
claim 11, further comprising: 

30 

storing means (21) for storing a commod- 
ity/service category table corresponding to the 
category information, 

wherein said processing means (2, 23) is 35 
adapted for displaying the commodity/service cate- 
gory table on the receiver terminal (13) and adding 
second type information that is not included in the 
commodity/service category table to the commod- 
ity/service category table when the receiver desig- 40 
nates the second type information. 

13. The information providing apparatus as set forth in 
claim 1 1 , further comprising: 

45 

storing means (21) for storing a commod- 
ity/service category table corresponding to the 
category information and the number of pieces 
of advertisement information distributed in a 
predetermined period, 50 

wherein said processing means (2, 23) is 
adapted for displaying the number of pieces of the 
advertisement information corresponding to the first 
type information on the receiver terminal (13). ss 

14. The information providing apparatus as set forth in 
claim 1 1 , further comprising: 



storing means (20) for storing a thesaurus table 
corresponding to the category information, 

wherein said processing means (2, 23) is 
adapted for retrieving the thesaurus table with a key 
of the first type information and selecting the adver- 
tisement information corresponding to the result 
retrieved from the thesaurus table. 

1 5. The information providing apparatus as set forth in 
claim 1 1 ; 

wherein said inputting means (1) is adapted 
for inputting sender identification information of a 
particular sender designated by the receiver, and 

wherein said processing means (2, 23) is 
adapted for prohibiting the distribution of particular 
advertisement information among the advertise- 
ment information corresponding to the first type 
information, the particular advertisement informa- 
tion being received from the particular sender cor- 
responding to the sender identification information. 

16. The information providing apparatus as set forth in 
claim 1 1 , further comprising: 

storing means (22) for storing third type infor- 
mation designated by another receiver, 

wherein said processing means (2, 23) is 
adapted for selecting the advertisement information 
using the third type information as the first type 
information. 

17. The information providing apparatus as set forth in 
claim 1 1 , further comprising: 

storing means (22) for storing attribute informa- 
tion of the receiver, 

wherein said processing means (2, 23) is 
adapted for retrieving fourth type information desig- 
nated by another receiver having the same attribute 
information as the attribute information stored in 
said storing means and selecting the advertisement 
information using the fourth type information as the 
first type information. 

18. The information providing apparatus as set forth in 
claim 1 1 , 

wherein said processing means (2, 23) is 
adapted for providing the receiver with at least one 
piece of standard type information, and 

wherein said inputting means (1) is adapted 
for selecting the advertisement information using 
fifth type information selected from the standard 
type information selected by the receiver as the first 
type information. 

19. The information providing apparatus as set forth in 



13 



25 



claim 11, further comprising: 



EP 0 766 431 A2 26 

to a receiver, comprising: 



storing means (22) for storing attribute informa- 
tion of the receiver, 

5 

wherein said processing means (2, 23) is 
adapted for selecting the advertisement information 
when a piece of the attribute information of the 
receiver accords with a desired condition of the 
sender of the advertisement information corre- 10 
sponding to the first type information, and 

wherein said distributing means (3, 27) is 
adapted for displaying the piece of the attribute 
information corresponding to the desired condition 
of the sender and the advertisement information on 15 
the receiver terminal. 

20. An information providing apparatus for use in an 
information processing system (11, 13, 14) in a net- 
work (12) connecting a sender terminal (14) and a 20 
receiver terminal (13), comprising: 

inputting means (1) for inputting a dividing con- 
dition for dividing the distribution of advertise- 
ment information for a plurality of receivers into 25 
a plurality of sessions; and 
distributing means (3, 27) for distributing the 
advertisement information in the plurality of 
sessions corresponding to the dividing condi- 
tion. 30 

21. An information providing apparatus for use in an 
information processing system (1 1 , 1 3, 1 4) in a net- 
work (12) connecting a sender terminal (14) and a 
receiver terminal (13), comprising: 35 

storing means (32) for storing a profile of the 
sender; and 

distributing means (3, 27) for distributing the 
profile along with advertisement information 40 
when the sender initially sends the advertise- 
ment information to the receiver. 



22. An information providing apparatus for use in an 
information processing system (11, 13, 14) for dis- 45 
tributing advertisement information from a sender 

to a receiver, comprising: 

inputting means (1) for inputting a validation 
period of the advertisement information, the so 
validation period being designated by the 
sender in a predetermined unit; and 
processing means (2, 23) for prohibiting the 
distribution of the advertisement information 
when the validation period is expired, 55 

23. An information providing apparatus for use in an 
information processing system (11, 13, 14) for dis- 
tributing advertisement information from a sender 



inputting means (1) for inputting a reception 
restriction for designating the amount of adver- 
tisement information to be received in a prede- 
termined period; and 

processing means (2, 23) for allowing the distri- 
bution of the advertisement information in the 
range of the reception restriction. 

24. The information providing apparatus as set forth in 
claim 23, 

wherein said processing means (2, 23) is 
adapted for performing one of a process for prohib- 
iting the distribution of excessive advertisement 
information that exceeds the reception restriction, a 
process for distributing the excessive advertise- 
ment information the next day or later, and a proc- 
ess for distributing a part of the excessive 
advertisement information. 

25. The information providing apparatus as set forth in 
claim 23, 

wherein said inputting means (1) is adapted 
for inputting a reception restriction period desig- 
nated by the receiver and a validation period of the 
advertisement information, the validation period 
being designated by the sender, and 

wherein said processing means (2, 23) is 
adapted for allowing the distribution of advertise- 
ment information whose validation period has 
expired in the reception restriction period, regard- 
less of the reception restriction. 

26. An information providing apparatus for use in an 
information processing system (11, 13, 14) for dis- 
tributing advertisement information from a sender 
to a receiver, comprising: 

inputting means (1) for inputting a type of 
advertisement information that the receiver 
wants and a plurality of types that the sender 
designates; and 

processing-means (2, 23) for comparing the 
type of advertisement information that the 
receiver wants with a combination of the plural- 
ity of types and selecting at least one distrib- 
utee from among a plurality of receivers. 

27. The information providing apparatus as set forth in 
claim 26, 

wherein said processing means (2, 23) is 
adapted for displaying a commodity/service cate- 
gory table classifying commodities or services and 
statistical information representing one of the 
number and an attribute of receivers who want to 
receive advertisement information corresponding to 
a particular type of category in the commodity/serv- 
ice category table on the sender terminal. 
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28. An information providing apparatus for use in an 
information processing system (11, 13, 14) having 
a host computer for distributing advertisement infor- 
mation from a sender terminal to a receiver terminal 
through a network, comprising: 

confirming means (4, 13) for electronically con- 
firming that the receiver has received the 
advertisement information and accessed the 
content thereof; and 

replying means (5, 13) for automatically gener- 
ating confirmation information that represents 
that the receiver has accessed the content of 
the advertisement information, and for sending 
the confirmation information to one of the host 
computer (11) and the sender terminal (14). 

29. The information providing apparatus as set forth in 
claim 28, 

wherein said replying means (5, 13) is 
adapted for sending at least one of reception infor- 
mation that represents that the receiver terminal 
(13) has received the advertisement information 
and a response of the receiver against the adver- 
tisement information to the sender terminal (14) 
through the host computer (1 1). 

30. The information providing apparatus as set forth in 
claim 28, further comprising: 

charging means (28) for charging the sender 
an additional fee when the information provid- 
ing apparatus receives the confirmation infor- 
mation. 

31. A computer-readable recording medium used by a 
computer (11, 13, 14) performing information 
processing in a network (12) that connects a sender 
terminal (14) and a receiver terminal (13), and used 
to direct the computer (11, 13, 14) to perform the 
functions of: 

inputting an information reception requirement 
and an information transmission requirement, 
the information reception requirement including 
a receiver attribute of the receiver and a 
desired condition of the receiver for the infor- 
mation, the information reception requirement 
being designated by the receiver, the informa- 
tion transmission requirement including an 
information attribute of the information and a 
desired condition of the sender for the receiver, 
the information transmission requirement being 
designated by the sender; and 
allowing the information to be distributed from 
the sender to the receiver when the information 
attribute satisfies the desired condition for the 
information and the receiver attribute satisfies 
the desired condition for the receiver. 
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An information providing method of distributing 
information from a sender to a receiver, comprising 
the steps of: 

generating an information reception require.- 
ment including a receiver attribute of the 
receiver and a desired condition for the infor- 
mation being sent; 

generating an information transmission 
requirement including an information attribute 
of the information being sent and a desired 
condition for the receiver; and 
distributing the information from the sender to 
the receiver when the information attribute sat- 
isfies the desired condition for the information 
and the receiver attribute satisfies the desired 
condition for the receiver. 
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